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At NYC, we believe in a world where young people are respected and heard, and have 
the ability to influence and make a difference to the world. Together with our partners, 
we develop a dynamic and engaging environment where young people can realise their 
aspirations and play a part in making Singapore an endearing home for all.
Our mission is to develop our youths to be discerning, resilient and active citizens.
Our key thrusts to support youths:
•	 Supporting	youths	to	make	a	positive	difference	to	the	community
•	 Building	rugged	&	resilient	youths	for	the	future
•	 Supporting	youth	voice	and	actions
NYC was set up by the Singapore Government on 1 November 1989 as the national co-ordinating 
body for youth affairs in Singapore and the focal point of international youth affairs.
On 1 January 2015, NYC began its operations as an autonomous agency under the Ministry 
of Culture, Community and Youth (MCCY) and housed two key institutions: Outward 
Bound	Singapore	(OBS)	and	Youth	Corps	Singapore.	Together,	the	agency	will	drive	youth	
development and broaden outreach to young Singaporeans and youth sector organisations.
Mr	Lawrence	Wong,	Minister	 for	Culture,	Community	and	Youth	&	Second	Minister	
for Communications and Information, is the Chairman of the 13th Council. The Council 
comprises members from diverse backgrounds such as the youth, media, arts, sports, 
corporate and government sectors.
The National Youth Survey (NYS) studies the major concerns and issues of schooling and 
working youths in Singapore. It is a time-series survey that tracks and provides updated 
analyses of national youth statistics and outcomes to inform policy and practice. Till date, 
NYS has been conducted in 2002, 2005, 2010, and 2013. 
NYS represents a milestone in youth research in Singapore. With its resource-based 
approach, the NYS focuses on the support youths require for societal engagement (i.e., 
social capital) and individual development (i.e., human capital). NYS 2013 adopted a random 
(i.e., probability-based) sampling method to ensure responses are representative of the 
resident youth population aged 15 to 34 years old. The fieldwork period spanned September 
to December 2013. A total of 2,843 youths were successfully surveyed.
About the 
National Youth Survey
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Foreword
2015 is set to be a significant year for the National Youth Council (NYC)! NYC began operating as an 
autonomous agency under the Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth housing two institutions: Outward 
Bound	Singapore,	and	Youth	Corps	Singapore.	The	new	NYC	family	is	well-positioned	to	drive	holistic	youth	
development in Singapore. 
The National Youth Survey (NYS) findings affirm the role that the restructured NYC is taking to create a land 
of opportunity and an endearing home that our youths will want to be part of. I’m happy to share that many 
of our youths today are engaged in society, participating in social groups and various forms of leadership. 
At the same time, they also face greater challenges in a competitive and complex global landscape. As the 
lead agency for youth development, we’ll continue supporting our youths to drive a democracy of deeds, 
build	rugged	&	resilient	youths	and	strengthen	youth	engagement	&	communications.
Through our research work, we’re constantly updated on youth trends that drive our youth policy and 
programmes. At the forefront of this is our National Youth Survey 2013 and YOUTH.sg: The State of Youth 
in Singapore 2014 publications. With this fourth edition, the NYS spans more than a decade, with the launch 
of the first edition in 2002. The wealth of data enables us to gain deeper insights into the youth pulse today. 
The NYS and its accompanying publication, YOUTH.sg, were conceived in 2001 to spur dialogue about youth 
and shape youth development in light of their thoughts, beliefs, aspirations, and concerns in Singapore. In 
the 1990s, youth research was topical and focused on at-risk behaviours. The NYS thus represented a shift 
in our approach towards a more holistic understanding of youth in Singapore. More than a decade later, 
the latest iteration of the NYS and YOUTH.sg continues to affirm our commitment to contribute towards 
building the nation’s knowledge on youths in Singapore. 
In order to facilitate the use and understanding of NYS data, YOUTH.sg 2014 was developed into two 
separate publications. A statistical handbook collates NYS statistics to provide an overview of the state of 
youth in Singapore. This present publication is a compilation of research articles which explore emergent 
trends and issues of youths. 
Much like the evolution of the NYS, we have seen remarkable development in our youths over the years.  I 
hope that you’ll continue to find the NYS and YOUTH.sg useful in better understanding our youths and 
enhancing your respective efforts in youth development. 
As we embark on new milestones, thank you for supporting NYC in our efforts to create a vibrant youth sector!
Ng Chun Pin
Deputy Chief Executive Officer
(Covering Chief Executive Officer)
National Youth Council
FOREWORD
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Preface
Our youths today face greater challenges than their forebears with increased globalisation and societal 
heterogeneity, and the latest National Youth Survey (NYS) findings reflect these. Yet, we are encouraged 
to learn that despite greater stress, our youths maintained close friendships and prioritise strong family ties. 
They also reported high levels of self-esteem and self-efficacy, despite being less satisfied and confident. 
These forms of social and human capital are necessary to navigate these challenges. Singapore’s youths also 
remained comfortable with other races and nationalities, although they expressed mixed feelings towards 
immigration. Regular and sustained social participation among youths are thus crucial to enable youths to 
bridge diverse social groups and foster mutual understanding.
In an attempt to better understand these trends and tensions, we conducted in-depth research using NYS 
data that spans over the past decade, starting from 2002. They include the role of youth social participation 
in light of increasing societal diversity, educational pathways and youth development, and youth stressors 
and wellbeing. Considering the complexity and depth of youth development, we invited contributions from 
academia and government agencies to provide complementary research and alternative perspectives to 
further our knowledge of youth in Singapore. 
We thank National Youth Council Chairman Lawrence Wong and the 13th Council for their support and 
feedback over the course of this project. The NYC team that led this project comprise Deputy Chief Executive 
Ng Chun Pin, Samuel Tan, Hasliza Ahmad, Helen Sim, Ho Zhi Wei, Charlene Yeo, Suharti Mohd Sulaimi, 
and Kelvin Teo. 
We thank Associate Professors Ho Kong Chong, Irene Ng, and Ho Kong Weng for their invaluable contribution 
and support as pro-bono collaborators, advisors, and co-authors. Their commitment to this project spans 
more than 10 years and serves to highlight their dedication to serving the research and youth community 
in Singapore. We also acknowledge the support and contribution of fellow NYC and MCCY colleagues and 
interns,	Associate	Professor	Lim	Sun	Sun,	Dr.	Elmie	Nekmat,	Health	Promotion	Board,	Ministry	of	Manpower,	
and National Arts Council. 
Finally, we thank the youths who participated in the NYS over the past decade. You have enabled us to gain 
a deeper understanding into the state of youth in Singapore.
Research Section 
National Youth Council
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Abstract
Given Singapore’s focus on human capital investment in its 
residents, the nation’s youths have experienced increases 
in their financial, educational, and physical wellbeing. 
However, how have our youths fared in their emotional 
and mental wellbeing? Figures from the World Values 
Survey show reported a gradual decline in life satisfaction 
for both general population and youths. Data from four 
waves of the National Youth Survey confirms this trend. 
This chapter explores and examines the non-economic 
channels that may have countered the positive influence 
of economic success on the wellbeing of youths, namely, 
changing family structure, heightened stressors, shifting life 
goals, time use, national pride, and perceived opportunities 
to fulfil aspirations.
Introduction
 
Singapore is going to celebrate her first jubilee in 
2015 since her independence in 1965. Her economic 
performance had been impressive with an average real 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate of 5.18 
per cent per annum per person from 1960 to 2013 in 
constant 2010 prices1. Is overall rising economic output 
measured by GDP translated to overall wellbeing of our 
youths, economic and non-economic? This chapter aims 
to examine the current overall wellbeing of our youths 
using findings on happiness, life satisfaction, and related 
domains from the National Youth Survey (NYS) 2013.
 
First, we look at two broad macro indicators which 
can shed some light on the wellbeing of youths in 
Singapore: educational attainment and life expectancy 
at birth. The mean number of years of schooling for 
residents aged 25 and over in 2013 was 10.32, up 
from 3.13 in 1960, which was more than a threefold 
increase. Life expectancy at birth for males was 59.4 
years in 1957 and had increased to 80.2 years in 2013; 
for females, it was 63.2 years in 1957, and 84.6 years 
in 2013.4 Continued human capital investment in the 
residents of Singapore, including the youth, by both the 
public sector and the private sector, in both education 
and health, was the reason for the above improved 
statistics over time.
 
While the above statistics suggest an increase in 
the financial, educational, and physical wellbeing of 
youths and their parents, we would also like to examine 
indicators which can directly measure the emotional 
and mental wellbeing of youths. Satisfaction with 
Life, a 10-point Likert scale question was asked in the 
NYS 2002, 2005, 2010, and 2013. Figure 1 shows 
percentage breakdown of Satisfaction with Life for 
2013 for youths aged 15 to 34 and the mean scores for 
Figure 1. Satisfaction with Life
Source: NYS 2002, 2005, 2010, & 2013
Mean = 6.79
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Satisfied
Having considered all things in life, youths were…
Year-on-Year Comparison (Mean, 15 to 29 year olds)
Dissatisfied
6% 9% 24% 25% 15% 10% 5% 3% 1% 2%
7.10 6.96 6.79
7.58
2002
(n=1,504)
2005
(n=1,504)
2010
(n=918)
2013
(n=2,061)
64%
1Computed by the 
author based on 
online data from 
the Department 
of Statistics.
2Extracted 
from online 
data, Singapore 
Department of 
Statistics, www.
singstat.gov.sg.
3Extracted 
from	Barro	and	
Lee (2000).
4Extracted 
from online 
data, Singapore 
Department of 
Statistics, www.
singstat.gov.sg.
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5 Extracted from 
online data, 
World Values 
Survey, www.
worldvaluessurvey.
org.
Table 1. Satisfaction with Your 
Life, World Values 
Survey, Singapore 
2002 and 2012
the four waves of NYS for youths aged 15 to 29 (NYS 
2002 and 2005 surveyed youths aged 15 to 29 only).
It appears that the Satisfaction with Life mean scores 
registered a decline from 2010 to 2013. If we disregard 
the possibly unusual spike in 2010, we still see a 
gradual decline from 2002 to 2013. Youths are more 
dissatisfied with life despite overall greater affluence 
and educational attainment.
Next, we will examine Happiness with Life, another 
subjective wellbeing indicator first introduced in 2010. 
Figure 2 shows the percentage breakdown for 2013 with 
a mean score of 4.92. The mean score in 2010 was a 
higher 5.45. Taken together, both measures of subjective 
wellbeing of youths in Singapore registered declines.
Findings from the World Values Survey (WVS) 
suggested similar declines in the the subjective 
wellbeing of youths in Singapore from 2002 to 2012. 
Table 1 shows the mean scores on Satisfaction with 
Your Life for those ages up to 29 in 2002 and 2012, 
with 1 meaning completely dissatisfied and 10 meaning 
completely satisfied.
What are the possible reasons for the observed decline 
in subjective wellbeing of the youths in Singapore? To 
answer this question, we will first search the literature 
for the determinants of youth wellbeing, consider the 
relevant factors in the context of Singapore which are 
related to the data available in the NYS, and attempt to 
offer some explanations.
Figure 2. Happiness with Life
Source: NYS 2013
Mean = 4.92
7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Very Happy
Taking all things together, youths were…
Very Unhappy
7% 23% 41% 20% 6% 2% 2%
71%
Satisfaction with Your Life 
(Mean5)
2002 2012
Whole sample
7.13
(n=1,512)
6.96
(n=1,972)
Ages up to 29
7.09
(n=722)
6.84
(n=420)
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Reviewing international studies on subjective wellbeing 
of	the	general	population,	Blanchflower	(2009)	found	
that wellbeing was higher among married people, 
the highly educated, the healthy, and those with high 
income. Wellbeing was low among newly divorced 
and separated people, the unemployed, immigrants 
and minorities, those in poor health, the less educated, 
and the poor. While these are factors for the general 
population, and possibly more relevant for the adults, 
there could be an influence of such factors on the youth 
or a direct transmission of the wellbeing of the adults to 
their youths via such factors in the families.
 
For example, based on the first four waves of the 
Household, Income, and Labour Dynamics in Australia 
Survey, Ulker (2008) found that parental divorce 
significantly and negatively affected the wellbeing 
of female youths (aged 15 to 24 in the first wave of 
2001). As for the males, current living arrangements 
were important determinants of their mental health 
and life satisfaction. Similarly, Proctor et al. (2009) 
reviewed the literature on youth life satisfaction and 
found that personality, self-esteem, self-efficacy, 
structured extracurricular activities, intrinsic life goals, 
hope, parental marital status, as well as social support 
from friends and family were important determinants 
for the youths.
 
Building	on	the	subject	of	social	participation,	Gilman	
(2001)6 found positive and significant correlations of 
students’ global life satisfaction and their social interests 
and participation in structured extracurricular activities. 
Furthermore, Gilman (2004)7 documented that students 
who reported low social interests and low particpation 
in structured extracurricular activities scored low in all 
satisfaction domains. The NYS has several items on 
social participation and we would be able to examine 
the relationships using Singapore data.
Casas et. al. (2004)8 and Kasser (2004)9 provided 
extensive review that documented positive correlations 
of intrinsic goals and personal wellbeing but negative 
 6 As reviewed 
 in Proctor 
et al. (2009).
7 Ibid.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Ibid.
12 Tambyah, 
Tan, and Kau 
(2010) analysed 
Singapore 
data from the 
AsiaBarometer	
2006 Survey 
and found that 
being proud as a 
Singaporean was 
highly correlated 
with happiness.
13 Differences 
between males 
and females are 
not significant 
at	p<.001.
relationships between extrinsic goals and subjective 
wellbeing. Using data obtained from Germany, Headey 
(2006) found that nonzero sum goals (likened to intrinsic 
goals), which include commitment to family, friends 
and social, and political involvement, promote life 
satisfaction. Zero sum goals (likened to extrinsic goals), 
on the other hand, including commitment to career 
success and material gains, appear detrimental to life 
satisfaction. In a national survey of American youths, 
both maternal and paternal support, as perceived by the 
adolescents, together with intrinsic support were found 
to be important determinants of life satisfaction (see 
Vilhjalmsson, 199410 and Young et al., 199511).
 
Having reviewed the literature, we will proceed to 
examine the association of socioeconomic and 
demographic background with youths’ wellbeing. We 
will consider the various stressors youths face, and 
whether life goals, time use, and the family environment 
have an impact on the wellbeing of youths. We will 
then extend the analysis to include variables related to 
Singapore as a nation, cross examining wellbeing and 
national pride12, perceived opportunity in Singapore, 
and views on income inequality, before concluding 
this chapter.
 
Socioeconomic Background, 
Demographic Background, and 
Youth Wellbeing
 
This section will examine whether background variables 
are associated with happiness and life satisfaction. NYS 
2013 provides the relevant data for us to examine in detail 
the determinants of wellbeing of youths in Singapore 
and to compare our findings with other studies on 
youths or the general population. The data also allows 
us to examine whether there is a difference between 
happiness (which measures the affective aspect of 
wellbeing) and life satisfaction (which measures the 
cognitive aspect of wellbeing) empirically.
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Table 2 reports the mean happiness and life satisfaction 
scores by gender, ethnicity, and age groups of youths 
surveyed in NYS 2010 and NYS 2013. There is no 
statistical difference in happiness or life satisfaction 
between males and females13. However, Chinese youths 
seem to score marginally lower in both happiness and 
life satisfaction than Malays and Indians. There seemed 
to be a U-shaped age profile14 of happiness and life 
satisfaction in NYS 2010 but such an age profile was 
negligible in NYS 2013, possibly due to a narrow age 
range in our youth data.
Table 3 computes the mean scores of happiness and 
life satisfaction by the self-reported state of health. 
It shows that better health is clearly associated with 
higher level of wellbeing. The Spearman correlation15 
also shows that health is highly correlated with both 
happiness and life satisfaction.
14 Younger people 
are happier 
and more 
satisfied with 
life; however, as 
they transit from 
school to work, 
and begin to 
shoulder more 
responsibilities 
in life and face 
more setbacks, 
their level of 
wellbeing falls. 
Later on, as they 
attain stability 
in their families 
and work, and 
other aspects 
in life, their 
wellbeing will 
start to rise.
15 Spearman 
correlation is 
a statistical 
measure of the 
relationship 
between two 
variables, with 
a value ranging 
from -1 to 1. 
A positive 
(negative) 
coefficient 
value implies 
a positive 
(negative) 
association 
between  
the two.
Table 4 reports the average scores for happiness and 
life satisfaction by the marital status of the youth. 
Divorced or separated youths scored lowest in both 
happiness and life satisfaction while married youths 
have higher scores. The result sounds a concern 
because the general divorce rate in Singapore has been 
rising since 1980 when data was available. A broken 
family will bring about stress, both emotionally and 
financially, leading to lower levels of wellbeing. We have 
also conducted further analysis by considering those 
who are married versus those who are not. Using the 
Spearman correlation, we found that both happiness 
and life satisfaction were statistically correlated with 
whether the youth was married or not based on the 
data of NYS 2013.
Table 2. Demographic Background and Wellbeing
Mean Happiness
(Scale 1–7)
Mean Life Satisfaction
(Scale 1–10)
Gender 2010 2013 2010 2013
Male 5.45 4.86 7.65 6.70
Female 5.46 4.98 7.64 6.88
Ethnicity 
Chinese 5.40 4.84 7.57 6.72
Malay 5.57 5.10 7.68 6.91
Indian 5.60 5.17 7.94 7.06
Others 5.77 5.01 8.07 7.02
Age
15 to 19 5.54 4.93 7.76 6.83
20 to 24 5.34 4.89 7.43 6.78
25 to 29 5.40 4.91 7.54 6.77
30 to 34 5.52 4.95 7.80 6.79
Source: NYS 2010 & 2013
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Table 4. Marital Status and Wellbeing
Table 3. State of Health and Wellbeing
Mean Happiness
(Scale 1–7)
Mean Life Satisfaction
(Scale 1–10)
2010 2013 2010 2013
Very Poor16 – 2.72 – 3.19
Poor 4.02 3.94 5.59 5.27
Fair 4.84 4.42 6.59 6.00
Good 5.42 5.18 7.62 7.19
Very Good 5.90 5.60 8.30 7.93
Source: NYS 2010 & 2013
Mean Happiness
(Scale 1–7)
Mean Life Satisfaction
(Scale 1–10)
2010 2013 2010 2013
Single 5.44 4.84 7.64 6.68
Married without 
Child or Children
5.65 5.02 7.79 6.92
Married with Child 
or Children
5.48 5.14 7.82 7.18
Divorced 4.49 4.21 5.53 5.70
Separated – 5.00 – 7.97
Widowed 6.00 4.72 8.00 7.15
In a Relationship 5.30 4.99 6.85 6.82
Source: NYS 2010 & 2013
16 There were no 
responses for 
the “very poor” 
category in 2010. 
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The next variable of interest is education. More youths 
are attaining higher education. For instance, as of 2012, 
49% of non-student youths aged 25 to 34 years old 
had completed university, an increase from 31% in 
200217. Data from NYS 2013 reflects this shift: 83% of 
youths are confident that they can attain a bachelor’s 
degree or higher while about half think that university 
education is necessary to get a decent job. Is education 
correlated to happiness and life satisfaction? Our 
Spearman correlation analysis shows that for NYS 
2013, both educational aspiration (for full-time students) 
and educational attainment (for youth working full-
time) are positively correlated with happiness and 
life satisfaction.
 
The last socioeconomic background variable we want 
to examine is income, either allowance received by full-
time students or the personal income of youths who are 
working full-time. Allowance is not correlated with full-
time students’ happiness or life satisfaction. However, 
both life satisfaction and happiness of full-time students 
are correlated with the combined personal income of 
their parents. This shows that parental influence on the 
wellbeing of their youths may work through material 
provision. It is interesting that pocket money has no 
direct influence and that life satisfaction, not happiness, 
is associated with parental income. Future research 
on this channel of intergenerational transmission of 
wellbeing will be interesting.
 
As for youths working full-time, both their happiness and 
life satisfaction are correlated with their personal income 
as well as the combined income of their parents. The 
positive association of personal income with wellbeing 
found here reminds us of the rising macro indicators 
discussed earlier: real GDP and educational attainment 
in Singapore. The overall improving economic and 
educational environment could have contributed to 
a rising wellbeing of youths in Singapore, but other 
opposing factors may have led to an overall decline.
Youth Stressors and Wellbeing
 
This section reports the extent of various life stressors 
that youths face as surveyed in NYS 2013 and how they 
may be associated with the wellbeing of the youth in 
Singapore. Figure 3 shows that the top three stressors 
affecting youths are future uncertainty, emerging adult 
responsibility, and finances, which were also the top 
three stressors in NYS 2010 but with the second and 
third stressors interchanged. Youths are most at ease 
with friendships, family relationships, and personal 
health. The top stressors are related to challenges faced 
by youths transiting to adulthood while a strong family 
relationship and a network of friendship provides the 
necessary support to handle such challenges.
Are life stressors related to the wellbeing of youths? 
Not surprisingly, all the nine life stressors reported in 
Figure 3 are found to be negatively and significantly 
associated with the happiness and life satisfaction of 
youths in Singapore. The Spearman correlation shows 
that the top four life stressors which are negatively and 
significantly correlated with both happiness and life 
satisfaction are: future uncertainty, finances, emerging 
adult responsibilities, and friendships, in order of 
strength of correlation.
 
When we conduct additional analysis using ordered 
probit regressions (with controls on demographic, 
socio-economic characteristics and background), 
friendships and future uncertainty emerge as the top 
two determinants of wellbeing of full-time students. 
When we analyse youths working full-time, future 
uncertainty is the only stressor that is statistically 
significant. Compared to 2010, 2013 sees a fall in 
confidence about the future, an increase in stress in 
future uncertainty, and in emerging adult responsibility. 
These changes contribute to the decline in wellbeing 
in Singapore from 2010 to 2013. An improvement in 
these life stressors will improve the wellbeing of youths.
17 Extracted from 
online data, 
Singapore 
Department of 
Statistics, www.
singstat.gov.sg.
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Life Goals and Youth Wellbeing
 
This section reports the findings on the life goals of 
youths in Singapore. Figure 4 shows that the top five 
very important life goals are “maintain strong family 
relationships”, “have a place of my own”, “acquire new 
skills and knowledge”, “have a successful career”, and 
“earn lots of money”. Out of these top five life goals, 
three are work-oriented and one is family-oriented. At 
the bottom of the list are “be famous”, “be actively 
involved in overseas voluntary work”, “migrate to 
another country”, “actively involved in local voluntary 
work”, and “be actively involved in the arts”.
Interestingly, although top five “very important” life 
goals includes three relating to work or career: “acquire 
new skills and knowledge”, “have a successful career”, 
and “earn lots of money”, the top “very important” life 
goal is to “maintain strong family relationships”. This 
suggests a possible tension between the allocation of 
time between family and work in order to achieve these 
“very important” life goals.
Are life goals related to the wellbeing of youths in 
Singapore? When we compute the Spearman correlation 
coefficients for happiness or life satisfaction and the 
respective life goals surveyed in NYS 2013, we find 
that the top three life goals that were positively and 
significantly correlated with happiness were, “to get 
married”, “to have children”, and “to maintain strong 
family relationships”, same as in NYS 2010. Hence, 
family-oriented life goals matter in the wellbeing of 
youths. On the other hand, “to earn lots of money” 
and “to migrate to another country” are negatively 
correlated with happiness and life satisfaction. Those 
with higher scores in money-oriented life goals are likely 
to suffer from lower scores of wellbeing. Those who 
wish to migrate to another country are likely dissatisfied 
with the current living environment and hence suffer 
from lower scores of wellbeing.
Figure 3. Youths’ Life Stressors
19% 15%
Extremely Stressful
Future uncertainty
Finances
Emerging adult responsibility
Studies
Health of family member
Work
Personal health
Family relationships
Friends
26% 22%
21% 20%
21% 13%
18% 9%
15% 8%
12% 8%
11% 5%
24% 14%
Source: NYS 2013
Very Stressful
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Figure 4. Very Important Life Goals
Source: NYS 2013
61%
Maintain strong family relationships
Have a place of my own
Acquire new skills and knowledge
Have a successful career
Earn lots of money
Help the less fortunate
Contribute to society
Get married
Have children
Have a good personal spiritual / religious life
Start my own business
Be	actively	involved	in	sports
Discover, design, or invent something new
Be	actively	involved	in	the	arts
Be	actively	involved	in	local	volunteer	work
Migrate to another country
Be	actively	involved	in	overseas	volunteer	work
Be	famous
74%
70%
46%
41%
39%
39%
37%
36%
22%
18%
17%
6%
9%
10%
12%
13%
65%
 
Figure 5 shows the percentages of importance attached 
to the various life goals from NYS 2005 to NYS 2013 
among 15 to 29 year olds. “To get married”, “to have 
children” increased slightly from past years while “to 
maintain strong family relationships” registered an 
increase after a significant dip in 2010. Also, while “to 
earn lots of money” remained constant between the 
same time periods, “to migrate to another country” 
registered an increase of six percentage points. A 
possible shift towards extrinsic value or a zero-sum 
life goal coupled with dissatisfaction with the current 
living environment may weaken the wellbeing of youth, 
consistent with the findings of Headey (2006).
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Figure 5. Very Important Life Goals Trends (15 to 29 year olds)
Source: NYS 2013
Maintain strong family relationships
Acquire new skills and knowledge
Have a successful career
Earn lots of money
Have a good personal spiritual/religious life
Get married
Have children
Start my own business
Be actively involved in sports
Discover, design, or invent something new
Be	actively	involved	in	the	arts
Be	actively	involved	in	local	volunteer	work
Migrate to another country
Be	actively	involved	in	overseas	volunteer	work
Be	famous
81%
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46%
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Time Use and Youth Wellbeing
Youths in Singapore today are busy with various activities 
in school, at work, with friends and families. As time is 
an important input to various socioeconomic outcomes, 
it would be interesting to examine how youths allocate 
their time and how such an allocation may affect their 
happiness and life satisfaction. Figure 6 shows the 
time spent by youths on activities outside school/
work. Thirty five per cent reported spending 10 hours 
or more per week on online activities such as gaming, 
chatting, social networking, and reading blogs, the top 
activity outside school or work. The second highest is 
activity with parents or other relatives: 33% reported 
spending 10 hours or more per week. The third greatest 
time consumer is learning activity which comprises 
reading, studying or doing homework (excluding school 
hours, with 27% reporting spending 10 hours or more 
per week on such activities. 23% reported spending 
10 hours or more per week on activities with friends 
such as movies, hanging out, and concerts, the fourth 
activity outside school or work. Much less time is 
spent on physical activities, voluntary/community and 
entrepreneurial activities.
When we compute Spearman correlation coefficients 
for each activity with happiness and life satisfaction, 
we find that both happiness and life satisfaction are 
correlated positively with activities with parents or 
other relatives, volunteer activities and/or community 
projects, physical activities, and activities with friends, 
in decreasing strengths of correlation. Time spent on 
learning activities is also positively correlated with life 
satisfaction.	Both	happiness	and	 life	satisfaction	are	
negatively correlated with online activities. Ordered 
probit regressions also show that activities with parents 
or other relatives, volunteer activities, and/or community 
projects are positively correlated with happiness and 
life satisfaction while time spent on online activities 
is negatively correlated with youth wellbeing. Online 
activities such as social media and games could be 
addictive and stressful, which could reduce productivity 
in school and work.
Figure 6. Time Spent on Activities Outside of School/Work
Activities with parents or other relatives
Online activities
Activities with friends
Physical activities
Learning activities
Volunteer activities and/or 
community projects
Entrepreneurship activities
61%
54%
65%
70%
51%
28%
15%
6%
11%
12%
22%
22%
71%
82%
33%
35%
23%
9%
27%
2%
4%
Source: NYS 2013
< 10 hours >= 10 hoursNone
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Was there a change in the pattern of time use from 2010 
to 2013? Table 5 shows that time use has largely remain 
consistent among 15 to 29 year olds. From 2010 to 2013, 
the amount of time spent online has increased slightly 
in terms of intensity (i.e., youths going online for more 
than 10 hours a week has increased), while the amount 
time spent with family and relatives remained relatively 
constant, with 2010 and 2013 reporting higher figures 
than the preceding years. Youths are also spending 
more time on learning activities, and less time with 
friends. Given the pervasiveness of smartphone and 
social media use among youths, more may be spending 
time with friends using the internet, rather than through 
face-to-face communications. Finally, between 2002 
and 2013, the time spent on physical activities largely 
remained the same, peaking in 2005.
Table 5. Time Use from 2002 to 2013 (15 to 29 year olds)
2002 2005 2010 2013
Online Activities
>= 10 hours
NA NA
32% 35%
< 10 hours 60% 54%
Not at all 8% 11%
Activities with Parents/Relatives
>= 10 hours 21% 25% 39% 37%
< 10 hours 74% 70% 58% 58%
Not at all 5% 5% 3% 6%
Learning Activities
>= 10 hours 12% 19% 20% 33%
< 10 hours 70% 64% 60% 48%
Not at all 19% 17% 20% 19%
Activities with Friends
>= 10 hours 28% 34% 38% 29%
< 10 hours 69% 64% 60% 62%
Not at all 3% 2% 2% 9%
Physical Activities
>= 10 hours 7% 10% 9% 10%
< 10 hours 71% 75% 75% 70%
Not at all 22% 15% 16% 20%
Source: NYS 2002, 2005, 2010, & 2013
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Figure 7. Family Support
43% 40%
Strongly Agree
No matter what happens, I know I’ll be loved 
and accepted
We are willing to help each other out when 
something needs to be done
We enjoy having dinner together and talking
I feel appreciated for who I am
If I have a problem, I get special attention and 
help from family
We compromise when our schedule conflict
37% 51%
45% 46%
43% 38%
48% 31%
40% 45%
Source: NYS 2013
Agree
Family Environment and  
Youth Wellbeing
Our earlier discussions showed that variables related 
to the family, whether family-oriented life goals or time 
spent in family activities, were highly correlated with the 
wellbeing of youths in Singapore. Now, we will focus on 
two concepts related to the family: family support and 
family challenge. Figure 7 shows the high percentages 
agreeing to the six items of family support enjoyed by 
youths while Figure 8 reports the six items on family 
challenge, showing high percentages in agreement to 
all the questions.
Using factor analysis, we compute the Family Support 
Index (FSI) and the Family Challenge Index (FCI) as in 
Csikszentmihalyi	and	Schneider	(2000).	Both	FSI	and	
FCI are highly correlated with both happiness and life 
satisfaction of youths, again suggesting the importance 
of the role of family in their wellbeing. When we examine 
together the simultaneous influence of FSI and FCI on 
the wellbeing of youths using regression analysis, we 
find that both family support and family challenge have 
significant influences on happiness and life satisfaction, 
with family support exerting a stronger impact.
National Pride, Opportunity, 
Inequality, and Youth Wellbeing
This section will go beyond the individual background 
characteristics and family environment of youths in 
searching for the determinants of wellbeing. We will 
explore three questions on national pride, perceived 
opportunity in Singapore, and views on the role of 
income inequality to see if these variables are influential 
on the wellbeing of youths in Singapore. Table 6 
cross-tabulates national pride with the mean scores 
of happiness and life satisfaction. It clearly shows that 
wellbeing increases with higher level of pride in being a 
Singaporean for both 2010 and 2013. Further Spearman 
correlation analysis confirms the results. 
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Figure 8. Family Challenge
Source: NYS 2013
47% 30%
Strongly Agree
I’m given responsibility for making important 
decisions affecting my life
I’m expected to do my best
I try to make other family members proud
I’m expected to use my time wisely
Individual accomplishments are noticed
I’m encouraged to get involved in activities 
outside school and work
47% 42%
45% 39%
43% 27%
48% 34%
46% 39%
Agree
Table 6. National Pride and Wellbeing
Source: NYS 2010 & 2013
Per cent
Mean Happiness
(Scale 1–7)
Mean Life Satisfaction
(Scale 1–10)
2010 2013 2010 2013 2010 2013
Not Proud At All <1 2 3.79 3.61 5.60 4.41
Not Very Proud 4 11 4.70 4.10 6.44 5.59
Quite Proud 48 53 5.23 4.83 7.34 6.69
Very Proud 48 34 5.74 5.34 8.01 7.42
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Note, however, that the percentage of youth reporting 
being quite proud or very proud has decreased from 
2010 (96%) to 2013 (87%). Also, the mean levels of 
happiness and life satisfaction have decreased for 
national pride across the board.
Figure 9 shows the responses to the question on 
perceived opportunities in Singapore to achieve personal 
aspirations and a breakdown of those who agreed by 
age groups. Those aged 20 to 24 are least likely to 
agree (40%). Compared to 2010, there was a significant 
decrease in the percentage of youth to 43% in 2013. 
Disregarding the spike in 2010, there is still a gradual 
decline between 2005 and 2013, suggesting yet another 
possible reason for the decline in youth wellbeing.
Figure 9. Perceived Opportunities in Singapore
Source: NYS 2005, 2010, & 2013
Age Comparison
(Agree & Strongly Agree)
Year-on-Year Comparison18
(Agree & Strongly Agree, 15 to 29 year olds)
46% 47%
40%
64%
52%
41% 43%
15–19 200520–24 201025–29 201330–34
18 NYS 2010 
asked the same 
question on 
opportunities 
in Singapore to 
achieve personal 
aspirations but 
with different 
options. Instead 
of having 
“Neither Agree 
nor Disagree” 
as an option, 
options “Slightly 
Disagree” and 
“Slightly Agree” 
were made 
available in  
NYS 2010.
Youths’ responses to the statement 
“There are enough opportunities in Singapore for me to achieve my personal aspirations in life.”
Agree
Neither Agree 
nor Disagree
Disgree
Strongly 
Disgree
Strongly
Agree
36%36%
13%
6%
9%
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Table 7. Opportunity in Singapore and Wellbeing
Table 8. Income Equality and Differences
Table 7 further cross-tabulates the perceived 
opportunities in Singapore to achieve personal aspiration 
with wellbeing. It is very clear that both happiness 
and life satisfaction increase when there are greater 
opportunities in Singapore for personal aspirations. 
Spearman correlation analysis confirms the results.
Per cent
Mean Happiness
(Scale 1–7)
Mean Life Satisfaction
(Scale 1–10)
2010 2010 2013
Strongly Disagree 6 3.80 4.97
Disagree 13 4.41 6.01
Neither Agree nor Disagree 36 4.82 6.64
Agree 36 5.22 7.26
Strongly Agree 9 5.61 7.87
Source: NYS 2013
Source: NYS 2010 & 2013
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Income should be 
made more equal
We need larger income 
differences as incentives
6%
9%
3%
3%
18%
10%
23%
16%
15%
12%
18%
21%
7%
7%
5%
9%
3%
4%
3%
9%
2010
2013
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Table 8 shows the views on the role of income 
inequality. There is quite a spread in the views. 
Compared with 2010, more have chosen options 1 
to 4, and fewer have chosen 5 to 9, although the 
percentage choosing 10 has increased. Overall it 
seems that there is a shift toward a demand for income 
equality. While Spearman correlation coefficients 
did not reveal any association between the views on 
income inequality and the wellbeing of youths in 2010, 
the coefficients are statistically significant in 2013 
with very low absolute values. However, this is only 
a pair-wise comparison. It is important to continue 
monitoring the views of youths in this aspect and to 
investigate if there is an association with wellbeing. 
Happiness research shows that happiness depends 
on income relative to others, and other comparisons 
with peers. Hence, there is a possible linkage between 
income inequality and wellbeing.
Concluding Remarks
The data analysis and discussions in this chapter provide 
preliminary evidence that despite growing economic 
affluence, rising educational attainment, and better 
health conditions generally, the wellbeing of youths in 
Singapore measured in terms of happiness with life and 
satisfaction with life might have declined in aggregate 
and recently from 2010 to 2013. We explored possible 
non-economic channels that may have countered the 
positive influence of economic success on wellbeing: 
changing family structure, heightened stressor in future 
uncertainty, rise in money-oriented life goals, increased 
time spent on online activities, decline in national pride, 
and decreased perceived opportunities in Singapore to 
achieve personal aspirations.
Youths who are divorced or whose parents are divorced 
suffer from lower levels of wellbeing. Rising divorce 
rates in Singapore raise challenges to the overall 
wellbeing of the families. Family support and family 
challenge, two important contributors to wellbeing, 
will be affected not just by divorce. Whether these 
two determinants of wellbeing are also affected by 
alternative family structures would be an important 
and interesting topic of research. Also, with more time 
spent online, the quality of interaction and bonding 
with parents, family members, and friends may have 
weakened, and hence wellbeing.
National pride has declined by nine percentage points 
from 2010 to 2013, implying possibly a lower sense of 
belonging and hence lower wellbeing. Similarly, youths 
agreeing or strongly agreeing that there are enough 
opportunities in Singapore to achieve their personal 
aspirations register a drop between 2005 and 2013, 
signalling a shift in perception. Such attitudinal changes 
not only affect wellbeing directly and negatively but may 
also affect youths’ time investment in the community 
and the institutions they are in. 
The government has an important role to play in 
enhancing the wellbeing of youths in Singapore through 
fostering a sense of belonging, instilling national pride, 
and providing sufficient opportunities for the youths 
to realize their aspirations. The Fair Consideration 
Framework will strengthen the Singaporean Core in 
the workforce, and likely enhance the opportunities 
for Singaporean youths competing with foreign 
professionals. Job opportunities should be given to 
both locals and foreigners to compete fairly to deliver 
efficiency and productivity growth. Likewise, whether 
the current allocation of educational opportunities, 
market driven or otherwise, is conducive to human 
capital development and overall wellbeing of the youth 
would be an important research topic.
In conclusion, youths in Singapore face many 
challenges, economic and non-economic, currently and 
in the future, and to better understand the evolution of 
their wellbeing, we need to consider not just economic 
determinants but also social trends related to the 
family, and government policies and global changes 
related to opportunities.
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